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On May 22, a court in New York sentenced former Guatemalan President Alfonso Portillo
(2000-2004) to five years and 10 months in jail for accepting US$2.5 million from the Taiwanese
government and attempting to launder the illegal money through US banks. This is the first time a
former Latin American head of state has been sentenced to jail in the US judiciary system.
Portillo, 62, was also ordered to forfeit the US$2.5 million he accepted from the Taiwanese
government in exchange for his country’s continued diplomatic recognition of the island in its longstanding dispute with China.
"Alfonso Portillo, the former head of state in Guatemala, used his office as a siphon to extract
millions of dollars in bribes from Taiwan. Today, he has been sentenced to a lengthy prison term for
laundering proceeds of his influence-peddling. The US banking system is not open for business to
those seeking to hide illegal funds," said US Attorney Preet Bharara.
Although Portillo’s defense team expected leniency on the grounds that the former president had
cooperated with US authorities and had taught Spanish to fellow prisoners, District Judge Robert P.
Patterson said that the case should set a precedent in the global fight against corruption.
Judge Patterson said that the US$2.5 million that Portillo accepted from Taiwan should be
"bothersome to the government of Guatemala and all the other countries in the United Nations
convention against corruption."
Portillo had pleaded guilty to one count of conspiracy to launder money and agreed not to appeal
any prison sentence between four and six years (NotiCen, April 24, 2014). The former president has
already spent a substantial amount of time in jail and has only another 18 months of his sentence to
serve. However, Judge Patterson has yet to decide whether Portillo will serve the remainder of his
sentence in the US or Guatemala.
Portillo's guilty plea meant that his sentence was significantly less harsh than analysts had
speculated when he was extradited in 2010. At the time, it was thought that he could spend up to 20
years in prison and pay fines totaling US$500,000.
In court, he said that his time in prison has been "a big learning experience" but also "a great pain"
for his family. "I feel profoundly remorseful and embarrassed not only because of the crimes I
committed but because of the consequences borne by other people and institutions," Portillo said,
speaking through a Spanish interpreter.
The former president’s friends and family flew to the US from Guatemala and Mexico to attend the
more-than-four-hour-long sentencing hearing.

Portillo rejected voluntary extradition
Online publication Plaza Pública recently published declassified US State Department cables
documenting how Portillo rejected voluntary extradition to the US and chose to stand trial in
Guatemala.
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Hours after his arrest in January 2010 (NotiCen, Feb. 18, 2010), the US Embassy and the UNsponsored Comisión Internacional contra la Impunidad en Guatemala (CICIG) reportedly offered
Portillo two choices: he could accept a reduced sentence in Guatemala for embezzling public funds
during his period in office, return the 3 million euros discovered in his family members’ European
bank accounts, and be extradited to the US to face money-laundering charges or he could remain in
detention in a Guatemalan prison while he appealed against the criminal charges and extradition.
Portillo’s decision to try his luck in Guatemala proved the right one and reflects the inefficiency and
corruption that plagues the Guatemalan judicial system. Despite the overwhelming evidence against
him, in May 2011, a Guatemalan court acquitted him of embezzling US$15 million of state funds, and
it would be another two years before he was finally extradited to the US (NotiCen, Jan. 5, 2012).

Will he run for office in 2015?
Portillo served as president from 2000 to 2004. During the sentencing hearing, he listed the
purported achievements of his administration, such as financial and tax reforms, increasing the
minimum wage, and improving the public education system so that more than 1 million people
could have access to literacy courses. "I’m not trying to justify my mistake or crime," he said. "God
and history will know whether I was a good or bad man during my time on this earth."
Assistant US Attorney Adam Fee branded his statement "a political speech."
Portillo’s attorney David Rosenfield said, however, that his client remained "the most popular
politician in Guatemala" and had been punished enough. During the hearing, Rosenfield read
letters sent by his friends and supporters vouching for his honesty and good character.
"He always respected the people as well as the country’s political and social institutions, which
guaranteed him a number of victories in the political arena," wrote Lizardo Sosa, former president
of the Bank of Guatemala (Banguat).
"I’ve always regarded him as a warrior, as a phoenix capable of rising from the ashes," wrote his
daughter, Otilia Portillo.
His defense team has also argued that he was far from the only Central American leader to receive
bribes from Taiwan. El Salvador’s former President Francisco Flores (1999-2004) is facing similar
allegations in his home country and has been accused of misusing US$10 million donated by the
Taiwanese government to help the reconstruction effort after the 2001 earthquake (NotiCen, May 15,
2014).
If Portillo only spends 18 months in prison, he will be free by November 2015, and, if he manages
to pay the US$2.5 million fine immediately, he might be able to return to Guatemala in time for the
next presidential elections. Despite the overwhelming evidence against him, Portillo still has many
followers in Guatemala, members of the Unión del Cambio Nacional (UCN) have stated that they
continue to support him, and his image continues to be exploited during political rallies.

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 2 of 2

